Pottery is known from almost every part of the world and from all times, and decorated pottery is almost equally universal. What distinguishes Greek vases is that their decoration rises above the level of ornamentation and justifies the special term vase painting. This term calls for a qualification and an explanation that must precede any appreciation of the subject.
cotta sculptures, both statues and statuettes, and reliefs.
Clay was also, of course, used for pottery, and these vases have come down to us in great quantity from prehistoric times to the end of classical antiquity. Pottery is the only category of ancient art in which the continuity is never interrupted and in which subtle changes in style and taste can be watched from generation to generation. Now, vases formed on the potter's wheel cry out for decoration to relieve the monotonous color of the surface, and vase painting begins as an art the moment the decoration rises to the level and ambition of well-composed pictures, interesting in themselves. The subjects of these pictures are almost exclusively human beings and animals, in preference to landscapes and still lifes. Another consideration that distinguishes vase painting from painting as understood today is that the colors are not those of the spectrum; they are limited to the different clay mixtures that attain a distinctive hue when fired. Chief among these colors is the celebrated Greek "black glaze," at its best a deeply lustrous, almost metallic black. Certain matte colors, particularly white and a purplish red, were also produced ceramically. A fourth color was provided by the clay ground of the vase itself, which ranged in tone from a pale brown to a deep orange-red. If these limited colors strike us as insufficient for what we expect of a painting, it must be borne in mind that the full chromatic scale was never expressed or observed by the ancient Greeks, not even in their language. The very words for the different colors were never defined narrowly enough to allow accurate scientific equations and were more apt to denote the degree of brightness than the character of the pigment itself. Other words alluded to the ethnic or mineral origin of the color or used comparisons, such as the famous "wine-dark sea" of Homer.
The luxuriating exuberance of the MinoanMycenaean representations, both on walls and on vases, was succeeded in Greece, at about o000 B.C., by a deliberate austerity, the geometric style. Here the decoration is in black glaze on the pale reddish brown background. The patterns are straight, angular, or circular with much emphasis on a disciplined articula-tion that respects and follows the natural divisions of the vase itself. In the beginning the ornamentation was almost timid, but in the eighth century B.C. simple silhouettes of human figures appeared for the first time in groupings that merit the term composition. The subjects are connected with the purpose of the vases on which they appear, and since most of the more impressive vases of this period, at least those that are preserved, are grave monuments, the figured decoration was drawn from the repertory of funereal subjects: mourners at the bier, processions, and battle scenes. Slowly the scope increased and mythological subjects, which were to become the principal theme of later vase paintings, began to appear. For the next four hundred years we can watch the gradual development of vase painting from the rows of silhouettes of the geometric style, in which men and beasts are rendered like stick figures, to the very end of the classic style, when full familiarity with complex groupings, threequarter views, and perspective is displayed. Parallel to the sequence of style goes one of technique, but the dividing lines of the two do not always coincide, and there is also the variety caused by the difference between centers of manufacture.
In the earlier periods many local wares existed side by side, perhaps because trade was still in its infancy, sporadic and fortuitous. In the early seventh century Corinth refined the technique of geometric vase painting by introducing incised lines within the figures that had been blocked out in silhouette, adding details and precision to the representations. Later the use of the matte accessory colors, dark red and white, came to be used regularly, and with it the black-figured technique, as it has become known, was created. Throughout the seventh and the early sixth centuries Corinth was the most important center for the production of painted vases, which reached the Greek colonies in the East as well as the West. Contemporary with red-figure was another technique of vase painting in which the body of the vase, or at least the picture zone, was covered with a clay engobe that fired white-a priming coat, as it were. On this white background the painters at first used the silhouette technique; in a more developed stage, silhouettes were combined with partial outlines. Lastly, silhouettes were abandoned altogether; the entire figure was drawn in outline (Frontispiece). Garments, hair, weapons, and other accessories were then colored with matte colors. In the beginning these matte colors were purely ceramic, applied before firing; later, other colors, especially blue, yellow, green, pink, purple, and matte black were added after the firing. These non-ceramic colors have often faded or disappeared, or have run and become smudged. The technique, which lasted into the beginning of the fourth century B.C., was not used indiscriminately. It was chiefly employed on lekythoi, especially those destined for the tomb, but it also appears on oinochoai, kylikes, pyxides, bobbins, and even kraters. variety of shapes; others, more intrigued by the styles of vase painting, will not only be able to understand the similarities and differences between the various contemporary painters, but will also, thanks to the chronological arrangement, appreciate the development of the styles and techniques. The student of mythology will find most of the Greek legends illustrated not by academic artists, textbook in hand, but by painters who knew the stories by heart and believed in them. And even the most casual visitor cannot but be struck both by the wealth of artistic expression and by the sheer variety of subjects: he will take with him a surer and deeper knowledge of Greek life and of Greek art.
